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In his book, Where North Meets South, Lawrence Herzog cites several
authors who state, "The world has, indeed, become smaller. The global
geopolitical map is now laced with porous boundaries and percolated
sovereignties, in which the shelter function of national borders are declining
evermore."1 Evidence describing the U.S.-Mexico border strongly support this
statement. "Hundreds of millions of legal border crossings take place each
year--for shopping, work, entertainment, medical treatment--creating an
amalgam of U.S. and Mexican society."2 Residents who reside on the border
perceive the demarcation line as only that, a line agreed upon by two central
governments to distinguish a sovereign border. The border populace seems
to reflect the sentiment that Paul Lapradelle articulated: "all boundaries are by
their nature artificial and can only be viewed as an invention of the human
mind. Lines may be a topographical convenience, they are not natural facts.
Nature abhors lines."3
In Laredo, Texas, there is an increasing presence of mainstream
business. The construction of new (paved) roads, new housing subdivisions
with appropriate educational facilities, and many other amenities that people
in an industrialized nation take for granted. In Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas,
there is a pervasive incidence of poverty. Discharge of raw sewage and solid
1 Herzog, Lawrence. Where North Meets South. Center for Mexican American Studies.
University of Texas Press, 1990. p. 2.
2 Weeks, John R. and Roberto Ham-Chande. Demographic Dynamics of the U.S.-Mexico
Border. UT-El Paso. Texas Western Press, 1992. p. 2.
3 Weeks and Ham-Chande. p. 189.
waste into the Rio Grande river, highways and roads in desperate need of
repair are rampant. The stark differences are immediately apparent, leading
the American Medical Association to describe the area as a "virtual cesspool
and breeding ground for infectious disease."
Residents from both municipalities generally appear to be reasonably
content with their surroundings. However, a closer examination provides
insight as to how each municipality perceives the other, and the differing
perceptions these residents have of their respective governments. The
residents of the U.S. city believe government involvement should be kept to
a minimum. Those on the Mexican side have a strong belief that central
government should have a strong role in their daily lives, in which the duty
of the central government is to provide such basic services as water and waste
water treatment.
With the adoption of the North American Free Trade Agreement came
a willingness by both the Mexican and American governments to address
environmental infrastructure concerns along the 2100 mile border. Given
the fact that Twin-Cities along the Border are interdependent and there is a
strong need for local government to meet the many needs and demands that
exist, it is necessary for bipartisan approaches to development to begin.
Agreements such as NAFTA are evidence that such commitment to
binational projects exist. Furthermore, the current conditions along the
Border only strengthen the need for developing a binational urban service
delivery.
With this realization in mind, it is my intent to examine various
factors governments must analyze when considering a binational urban
service delivery system. The factors that will be examined include:
institutional and political framework, economic dynamic, legal framework,
and financing. Each has a distinct and important role for the municipalities
involved.
The second chapter of the thesis provides an overview of the U.S.-
Mexico Border. The overview includes discussion of: governance and
policies, factors affecting Border life, results and implications of such factors,
and statistical comparisons and standard measuring tools. This is followed by
a description of the Twin-City that is being used as a case study, Laredo, Texas
and Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas.
Chapter three examines the factors that must be considered for a
binational urban service delivery system. The chapter begins by examining
the institutional and political framework of both municipalities. Two specific
issues addressed are the administrative and managerial styles each possess,
and the potential for cooperation. This is followed by a legal analysis of the
U.S.-Mexico relationship. In this section I attempt to formulate or lay a
foundation for allowing a binational urban service delivery system to proceed
based on current binding agreements between the two countries. This is
followed with an analysis of the economic dynamic of the area. I conclude
the chapter by examining the potential financial framework that is available
to both municipalities. Discussion includes: local revenue sources, state and
federal assistance, and bi or multilateral aid assistance.
Chapter four discusses a possible binational urban service delivery
system. The questions that follow are used as the parameters I have staged for
answering what factors must be analyzed when considering a binational
urban service delivery system. They questions include: "What is the
proposed facility (i.e., project)?; Is the facility necessary?; What are the
externalities affecting the area resulting from the realization of the binational
delivery system, and what are the results if a facility is not achieved?; How
will the facility be paid for?; How will the facility be operated and
maintained?; What type of technology will be used?; and Whose laws will
govern the facility once a site is determined?"
The fifth and final chapter provides conclusions and highlights key
points of difference and similarities between the municipalities when
considering a binational urban service delivery system.
Chapter 2
An Overview of the Area
A) U.S.-Mexico Border Perspective
Approximately 2100 miles make up the "marriage", as Sidney
Weintraub describes it, between the United States and Mexico. "The United
States and Mexico are the two countries that share the highest level of
exchange across the north-south divide, including the largest debt, trade,
border commerce, and labor migration relations between a developed and
developing country. 4 No where else in the world can one witness the unique
interdependence 5 between an industrialized and developing country as
powerfully as on the Border. Local decisions, whether economic, political, etc.
made on each side in some way shape or form affect its sister-city. For those
studying the Border, many assert that the region's high growth in:
population, business, alarming levels of environmental deterioration,
substandard and inadequate infrastructure may be attributed to central
government policies or lack of them.
i) governance and policies
Policies mandated from Washington D.C., or Mexico City D.F., may
appear to impede many of the decisions made regarding local matters, and in
many ways threaten the unique bond this area has come to embrace. For
example, during the spring and summer of 1995 the U.S. Department of
4 .Bustamante, Jorge A., Clark W. Reynolds, and Raul Hinojosa-Ojeda. U.S.-Mexico Relations:
Labor Market Interdependence. Stanford University Press, 1992. pp. 113-114 .
5 Interdependence in this document refers to components relating to finances, economics,
environment, politics, culture, history, etc., that simultaneously affect both sides of the border.
Justice authorized an increase of Border Patrol Agents to the El Paso, Texas
sector of the Border. The difficulty of maintaining a small business,
transporting basic commodities (e.g., bread, milk, eggs, meat, etc.) was
becoming increasingly difficult for both sides. Many businesses could no
longer afford monthly losses that were accruing rapidly. Unfortunately, this
forced some businesses to close. People were unable to live as freely as they
had in the past. The Juarez and El Paso region was slowly being drained of its
lifeblood.
On the other hand, policies designed for specific sectors (i.e.,
transportation) had been seen as positive proposals for both sides of the
demarcation line. The most notable example is the "Colombia" bridge project
built in the Laredo-Nuevo Laredo twin-city. The bridge was constructed in
early 1993 to ease traffic congestion in the downtown areas of Laredo and
Nuevo Laredo resulting from increased tractor-trailer flow between
Monterrey, Nuevo Leon and San Antonio, Texas. 6 These examples however,
do not reflect that government policies are solely responsible for affecting the
Border. It is government policies coupled with circumstances of the area that
create the unique reality of life along the Border.
ii) other factors impacting border life
Two specific factors affecting Border life and having important impacts
on the entire region are the environmental deterioration & degradation, and
6 The Colombia bridge project has both positive and negative implications. On the positive
side, traffic is rerouted from the overcrowded downtown areas. Overuse of the existing bridges
are lessened, and user fees can be used as an incentive for using the Colombia bridge.
Conversely, truck drivers must drive out of their way, approximately 10 miles west, off the
main highway in order to reach the Colombia bridge. In addition, the feeder road linking
Nuevo Laredo and the Colombia bridge is a single lane highway not designed for heavy weight
vehicles.
inadequate or substandard existing infrastructure. First, with respect to the
environment it is common practice, for example, for most municipalities on
the Mexican side of the Rio Grande River to discharge their solid waste,
excreta and sullage directly into the river. Several perpetrators of this practice
include American companies based in Mexico, who discharge much of their
industrial waste as well. Three elements contribute to this: i) the use of waste
water treatment facilities is not a common practice in the area; ii) the lack of
enforcement of environmental regulations encourage many to dispose of
their waste illegally; and iii) policies encouraging Northern border migration
(in Mexico), or Southern border migration (in the U.S.) contributed to
increased population. With the adoption of the North American Free Trade
Agreement in 1993, it is likely even more companies are likely to move to the
area.
Second, the increase in demand for public services on both sides of the
Border has strained the existing infrastructure for both cities. It would be
sensible for communities immediately across the Border from each other to
consider a binational infrastructure project servicing both municipalities.
Evidence suggests that some "informal" binational service arrangements
have begun. For example, in San Diego, California, the city is taking much of
Tijuana's waste discharge, treating it in the U.S. and returning it to Tijuana
for disposal. In addition, a newly constructed waste water treatment facility in
Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas is approximately 95% completed. The project is
jointly financed by both the Mexican and U.S. governments, and the Texas
state government. The project is currently being overseen by the
International Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC). Unfortunately, the
citizens of Laredo, Texas are unable to utilize the facility at present.
Both environmental degradation and rapid public service demand
growth can be at least partially attributed to two specific federal policies in
both countries. First, the Bracero Program of the 1950's, and second, the
creation of the Maquiladora Program in the mid 1960's. For Mexico, these
policies encouraged Northern frontier migration from the country's interior,
while at the same time promoting and promising prosperity on the Border.
For the United States, many cultural and historical ties bind the existing
population to the area in addition to the policies mentioned above.
Over the last decade, "the Border region has experienced rapid
population growth with close to 10 million people currently living in the
area. Of the region's 10 million, approximately 72% live in 14 pairs of Twin-
Cities. In 20 years, the total population may reach as high as 20 million.
Mexican Border cities' population grew 24% in the '80's, compared to 21% for
Mexico as a whole. U.S. cities, though growing slower than their sister cities,
have outpaced all other U.S. regions as well."7 Weeks and Ham-Chande
(1992) have found that:
"By 1980, the borderlands were no longer an arid
wasteland, isolated from national life. Economic
and social infrastructure abounded. More than
seven million inhabitants occupied cities lying
directly on the boundary, and over fifteen million
people lived within a 120-mile zone of influence
around the border. The boundary zone had become
a strategic location of specialized economic
activities like assembly plants, tourist facilities,
services, and commerce. Growth rates of cities and
counties along the border exceeded the national
averages on both sides.' 8
7 The North American Development Bank. Summary Literature. NADBank's Charter. May
1995.
8 Weeks and Ham-Chande. p. 5.
iii) service level comparisons and standard measuring tools
Data comparisons between U.S. and Mexican statistics must be done
with care. Methods used for data collection are limited in compatibility; data
taken in Mexico are difficult to comprehend and some of the data appear
questionable. For example some INEGI (Mexican Census Agency) data
indicate higher proportions of infrastructure-serviced populations in some of
the Mexican Border areas compared to some U.S. Border areas.
A key factor underlying the difficulty in making comparisons is the
way existing institutions collect and interpret data. One would expect a
standardized measuring system in Mexico due to the strong centralized
nature of governance and service provisions. Non-standard measurement
methods for potable water and waste water, however, are common because
semi-autonomous sub-state agencies remain in charge of such services and
interagency cooperation is rare. Unfortunately, because of the lack of inter or
intra-agency coordination many of the agencies must rely on their own
methods. Often, agencies have weak capacities and are uncertain about the
factors they must take into consideration.
Conversely, in the U.S., a majority of all public services are provided by
municipalities under various types of legislation. Telecommunications and
electricity are generally provided privately. Even with such decentralization,
the U.S. maintains a national standard method of collection through specific
agencies, which facilitates collection and interpretation.
Despite the statistical problems, it is fairly evident that there is a
distinct disparity in public service provisions between U.S. and Mexican cities
in the Border area. For example, data on sewage systems (legal connections)
indicate that "in the U.S. border region over 87% of the houses have sewage
services (78% excluding San Diego); in the Mexican border area only 60%
have these services. The highest percentages of connections are located in
Nuevo Laredo (76%), and Nogales (72%), while the lowest rates exist in
Anuhuac, Acufna, and San Luis Rio Colorado, all with rates between 33% and
39%."9 Further work must be done to reduce dissimilarities between the two
countries and to enhance an understanding of service disparities.
B) Twin-City Context
The City of Laredo was founded and settled in 1755 on the northern
banks of the Rio Grande River by the Spanish. The city prospered over the
following 100 years. In 1846, it became part of the Republic of Texas. Two
years later, when the Republic was annexed by the United States,
approximately 600 people chose to cross the Rio Grande and settle in what is
now known as Nuevo Laredo. The close relationship has resulted in the area
being known as "los dos laredos". Specific circumstances have allowed
informal service exchanges to occur over time. For example; fire services
cross the Border if such a need arises. The citizens of the region see beyond
the demarcation line approved by both D.F., and D.C. They see family,
friends, business partners living in a large metropolitan area that must grow
in unison with many years of history.
Urban growth, increasing demand for public services, and high
employment had some correlation to the national policies set forth during
the 1950's and 1960's, as mentioned above. Local officials realized that
attention was needed to address these issues. A mutual plan to address the
area's needs was under consideration, but difficult to realize because of many
9 United States-Mexico Border Health Association. Sister Communities Health Profiles.
October 1994. pp. 27-28.
differences between the two local governments. In an attempt to address the
pressing issues of the Twin-City (e.g., water and waste water delivery,
transportation, education, housing, employment, public/private investment,
etc.), both local administrations in 1993 set out to create a "working"
document that would meet the needs of all the above mentioned areas of
public service delivery. The plan, "Urban Plan for Los Dos Laredos 1994" was
finally completed. It was the concept of the Presidente Municipal Horacio E.
Garza Garza, from Nuevo Laredo, and Mayor Saul N. Ramirez, from Laredo
and their respective staffs.
The purpose of the new plan was to "promote organized growth for
both cities based on technical standards, land use, capital improvements,
public services, private development decisions, and associated government
regulations."10 To this day, the Urban Plan for Los Dos Laredos is surprisingly
the only short and long term Border urban plan in existence between a
Mexican and American Twin-City. Recent federal legislation (e.g., the North
American Free Trade Agreement) played a critical role in the decision to
address long term urban patterns and related issues. The plan has "vision for
the year 2010 to reach an optimum level of economic opportunity and
development reflective of this international community."11
U.S. CENSUS statistics indicated that in 1989 the Laredo, Texas area was
one of the three metropolitan areas in the country with the highest
unemployment rates. INEGI (The Mexican Census Agency) reported in 1990
that Nuevo Laredo had one of the highest per capita incomes in Mexico.
10 Garza, Horacio E. Garza, Saul N. Ramirez, et al. "Urban Plan of Los Dos Laredos 1994". 1994
Edition.
11 Garza, Horacio E. Garza, Saul N. Ramirez, et al. "Urban Plan of Los Dos Laredos 1994". 1994
Edition.
Moreover, the area was considered to be one of the fastest growing urban
areas in both Mexico and the U.S. during the mid to late '80's.
Accompanying rapid urban growth was increasing demand on the
cities' infrastructure. The 1995-1996 Laredo budget indicated 575 miles of
sanitary sewer lines were being used to service 34,018 households. An
estimated 1,500 to 2,000 illegal sewer connections remain. A majority of the
illegal connections directly discharge into the Rio Grande River. A daily
treatment of 13.6 million gallons per day (MGD) was being maintained by the
plant, while the plant's capacity is 18 MGD. 12
Nuevo Laredo, a much larger city in comparison, has many fewer
serviced areas. The current system maintains direct waste discharge into the
river. It services approximately 6,000 legal connections, of which
approximately 5% discharge into pit latrines or other waiting tanks. An
additional 4,000 connections exist illegally. Prior to the construction of the
new waste water treatment facility, COMAPA (Comision Municipal de Agua
Potable y Alcantarillado) estimated approximately 19.5 MGD were being
discharged into the Rio Grande. It is their hope that by 1997 total discharge
into the river will be 0 GD. 13
C) Summary
It is evident that the U.S.-Mexico Border region is an area unlike any
other in all the world. The characteristics that make this area unique should
be taken under consideration when determining a cross-border infrastructure
12 City Manager's Budget Team. The Annual Budget, City of Laredo, Fiscal Year October 1, 1995
through September 30, 1996.
13 From interview with Ing. Alfonso Velasco (Technical Advisor) Municipal Commission for
Water and Waste Water of Nuevo Laredo (COMAPA).
project. In doing so, it is important to keep in mind that virtually every
Border municipality has a direct "life line" to a counterpart Twin-City across
the Border. In analyzing the relationship between Twin-Cities, an array of
factors are relevant with respect to a binational infrastructure project,
including: economic dynamics, financing, political and institutional
framework, and administrative and managerial styles to name a few. These
are examined in the next chapter.
Chapter 3
The Factors Affecting Potential for a Joint Project
The interdependence that exists along the Border is a strong bond
between twin municipalities. The many commonalties and differences that
can be found between the two cities are present in all facets of daily life;
whether it be in the institutional framework of the governing systems, the
politics, or approaches to planning the city's future, each city realizes a
mutual cooperative effort must exist in order for mutual growth to occur.
One may infer that the creation of a long term binational urban plan
discussed earlier is proof that both governments are committed to
maintaining and strengthening a lasting interdependent and cooperative
relationship. There are, however, many problems.
This chapter considers those factors that appear most pressing for the
Laredo-Nuevo Laredo Twin-City when considering a binational
infrastructure urban service delivery facility (i.e., waste water treatment
plant). They are as follows: political and institutional framework, legal
framework, economics of the area, and finance. Each factor has similarities
and differences between the sister-cities. If a binational urban service system
is to become reality, it is necessary to comprehend these similarities and
differences, and to attempt to construct a bridge for mutual gain.
A) Political and Institutional Framework
i) citizen perception of government
The differences in governance between the American and Mexican
cities are significant. In Laredo a decentralized form has proved to be
effective. In Nuevo Laredo it is difficult to run the local government because
of the strong central government presence. It is often argued that the
decentralized style is most effective because of the one to one relationships
that result between government officials and the general public, specifically
when this involves policies that have a direct and immediate impact on the
public. Lipsky (1980) argues that the "street level bureaucrat" is more often
than not the direct link between the common citizen to government. This
link is normally the very first encounter between "the government" and the
citizen.
Another important difference is the perception locals have regarding
local government itself. For those in Laredo, the belief is that the local
government is the provider of all services and benefits. The role of the
central government is relatively small. This means that the policies at the
federal level are not perceived to have an immediate and substantial impact
on those at the local level. Conversely, the belief in Nuevo Laredo is that all
policies adopted in D.F. affect everyone immediately. The role of the local
government is minimal.
ii) local governance structure
The City of Laredo is governed through a Council/Manager system.
The mayoral position is more of a symbolic one. Both city council and
mayoral positions are elected positions with 2 terms/4 year limits in each
respective office. The City Manager, who is not elected, administers the daily
operations of the City. In addition, administrators and staff tend to remain
employed once elected officials have left their posts. Areas of city
government are broken down into departments, each having directors, with
appropriate authority to operate their respective offices within the parameters
mandated by the local city charter. Moreover, because the city is managed
under the "Home Rule"14 model, it is able to provide and guide itself in the
direction it sees fit.
In the U.S, the local city administration is able to operate
independently of the central government, but within the parameters of
official federal policy. 15 Because of the geographical situation Laredo finds
itself, it must always be aware of the role central government plays. For
example, if the Twin-Cities see a need to construct an additional
transboundary bridge, the approval of various federal agencies are required.
The municipio of Nuevo Laredo is run on a strong Mayoral system.
The Presidente Municipal (mayor in Mexico) is constitutionally allowed only
one three-year term in office. In keeping with Mexican custom, the
administration leaves with the outgoing mayor and a new one enters with
the newly elected official. However, because Mexico remains a strong
centralized country, the municipal authority is weak. The governing
structure is comprised of approximately 26 council-members. With limited
14 Under the Texas State Constitution, any city that possesses a population of over 5,000 is
eligible to adopt a "home-rule" charter. A charter is defined as a document similar to a
constitution and which establishes a city's governmental structure and provides for the
distribution of powers and duties among the branches of government. In order for a charter and
all its subsequent changes to be implemented, it must receive voter authorization. The City of
Laredo was chartered by the Texas Legislature in 1848 and adopted a home-rule charter in
1911. On June 14, 1981, voters adopted , by special election, the City Manager form of local
government. By State law, the City Manager shall serve as the budget officer (Vernon's Texas
Civil Statutes, Local Government Code (LGC), Section 102.001). The budget officer prepares the
annual budget to fund the proposed expenditures of the government (LGC, Section 102.002).
Through authority from local voters, the City Council adopts the budget, sets the tax rate,
imposes taxes, user fees, and other charges to generate revenues sufficient to fund governmental
operations.
15 Independently denotes "decentralization". In the U.S., local government is able to operate its
locality as it deems appropriate, within the parameters set forth by the state constitutions.
For example, local infrastructure, not provided by the federal or state government is provided
by the local governments, but the facility must be operated and maintained utilizing federal
environmental guidelines.
decentralization occurring, D.F. is authorizing slightly more responsibility to
the local authority. But due to its limited authority, Nuevo Laredo must
continue to confine its actions to the mandates set by the central government.
For example, because all taxes and tariffs are collected for the central
government, the portions of the "pie" allocated to Nuevo Laredo must trickle
down through the appropriate channels before it is able to use them. This
governing structure does not apply to sub-state agencies such as the Comision
Municipal de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado (COMAPA), which is in charge of
the local water services.
iii) term limits
The primary institutional and political obstacle to the possibility of a
binational urban service delivery project is the term limit, particularly for the
Nuevo Laredo municipio. A three-year term limit means the mayor doesn't
have much time to implement a joint project, or more generally, to gain a
good working knowledge of the governing system. Often the new
administration will not have a good familiarity with its new environment,
which may result in some oversight of important duties of managing a
municipio. A Laredo government official who chose not to give his name
stated:
"The local Mexican administration has three years
in office. It is extremely difficult for them to do
anything. It is wishful thinking on our part to
believe they will commit to anything. Upon taking
office they clean house and bring in their own
people. The first year is for them to become
familiar with the situation at hand. The second
year, they propose several projects, and begin one or
two. They do this to show their constituency
they're doing something. The third year, they
know they can't complete any of the projects or do
anything else, so they take as much as possible for
themselves and leave the office in complete chaos.
That is why it is difficult to get anything done on
the Border."
A similar analysis is made by Grindle, in which she found that with
Mexican officials, "some of the activity is spurred by the desire of the new
team to appropriate the new organization for six years, [in the case of the
municipio it is three years] to erase from it the imprint of the last
administration, and to remold it in the image of its new masters." 16
iv) staff turnover
A further critical obstacle to joint project implementation is that the
turnover for administrative officials in Nuevo Laredo is extremely high
relative to that of Laredo. For example, it is common for officials to hold
their positions for only a few months, then a new individual assumes the
vacated role and all activities initiated by the prior individual cease or are
tabled while the new individual is trained. For officials in Laredo, this creates
a difficult environment for working together and significant administrative
problems with unfamiliarity or sense of distrust for Nuevo Laredo officials.
These factors must be taken into consideration and somehow dealt with if
officials want to create a cohesive working environment for cooperative
service delivery efforts.
v) interagency cooperation
Even if the above obstacles could be overcome, cooperation between
Laredo and Nuevo Laredo will be difficult because of their need for
16 Grindle, Merilee. Bureaucrats, Politicians, and Peasants in Mexico: A Case Study in Public
Policy. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977.
sovereignty. Weiss, for example, points out that regarding interagency
cooperation:
"The obstacles are formidable because they stem
from fundamental properties of organizational
systems. Each agency seeks to preserve its
autonomy and independence. Organizational
routines are difficult to synchronize. Goals overlap
but are not identical. Constituents bring different
expectations and pressures to bear on each agency.
Managers try to minimize the uncertainty for
others. Such obstacles may be forbidding; they are
always present to some degree. From an agency's
point of view, to become involved in an inter-
agency relationship implies (a) that it loses some of
its freedom to act independently, when it would
prefer to maintain control over its domain and
affairs, and (b) that it must invest scarce resources
and energy to develop and maintain relationships
with other organizations, when the potential
returns on this investment are often unclear or
intangible."17
Weiss, further extracting from the cooperation literature, cites that
cooperation can exist or is influenced because of six factors:
"1) a calculation that additional net resources will
flow from cooperation;
2) the professional norms and values of agency
staff about cooperation with outside agencies;
3) search for political advantage over other
agencies;
4) the need to ameliorate internal problems of
organization of effectiveness;
5) the desire to reduce critical uncertainties;
6) a legal requirement to cooperate."18
17 Weiss, Janet A. Pathways to Cooperation among Public Agencies. Journal of Policy Analysis
and Management, Vol. 7, No. 1., 94-117. 1987.
18 Weiss, Janet A. Pathways to Cooperation among Public Agencies. Journal of Policy Analysis
and Management, Vol. 7, No. 1., 94-117. 1987.
This leads to the question, "How can cooperation continue and be enhanced
under these circumstances if one hopes to create a binational urban service
delivery system?"
To attempt such an endeavor, the municipalities would have to create
small manageable goals that can immediately and relatively easily be
achieved. In addition, both should attempt to further develop the "los dos
laredos" plan and the informal service arrangements that are already
common, for example, fire services offered in cases of emergencies. If the
municipalities have reservations about such cooperation, each should
examine other Twin-Cities for guidance. In a number of cases, such as
Nogales-Nogales and Tijuana-San Diego, informal binational urban service
delivery systems have clearly begun. In the U.S. there are also cases of
cooperation, such as Minneapolis-St. Paul, which implemented the first tax
sharing scheme between cities in the U.S. The tax base sharing system allows
both municipalities in effect to evenly distribute "the commercial-industrial
property tax base within the metropolitan region by formula, based on
population and existing market value."19 Dallas-Ft. Worth, which share and
utilize a common airport facility, provides another example of intercity
project cooperation. All of these cases should be carefully examined to
determine how agreements were made.
19 O'Cleireac~in, Carol. "Cities' Role in the Metropolitan Economy and the Federal Structure",
Chapter 7. In Interwoven Destinies: Cities and the Nation. Henry G. Cisneros, Secretary U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development, editor. New York: W.W. Norton & Company,
1993.
B) Legal Framework
The U.S. and Mexico adopted two agreements which could act as a
pathway for creating a binational infrastructure service delivery system in
addition to the North American Free Trade Agreement. The first, an
"Agreement Regarding Economic and Social Development of the Border
Area By Means of Cooperative Action ", was finalized on 3 December 1966 by
the Johnson and Diaz Ordaz Administrations. The Agreement specifies five
points. First, it calls for the two countries to improve the relations between
frontier cities. Second, it establishes the governmental purpose and policy
objectives for the Agreement, calling for the two countries to raise the
standard of living of the respective communities, from a social and cultural
as well as a material point of view. Third, it adopts cooperative action as the
means for achieving its goals. Fourth, in utilizing cooperative action, it in
effect serves as the legal authority for States and their political subdivisions to
enter into international interlocal cooperation agreements for economic
development purposes on both sides of the Border. Finally, it provides the
mechanics for federal approval for such agreements.
The second agreement is, the "Agreement for Cooperation in the Field
of Housing and Urban Development". It specifies three points. First, it
confers upon the Secretary of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), as the
"Executive Agent" of the U.S. government designated in the Agreement and
as Co-Chairman of the Joint-Steering Committee established in the
Agreement, with the authority to select, approve, facilitate, and establish
procedures for implementation, and manage all programs and projects
undertaken pursuant to the Agreement. Second, it confers to the Secretary of
HUD, specifically, the same authority for urban planning and development
on both sides of the entire U.S.-Mexico Border region that he has in the U.S.
and that the mayor of any U.S. "home rule" city has as the chief elective
officer of a city. Finally, the Agreement establishes the legal authority and
framework for federal and international approval of international interlocal
cooperation agreements between U.S. and Mexican States, cities and other
local governments in matters related to urban and regional planning and
development (i.e., joint infrastructure projects, in the U.S.-Mexico Border
region).
Considering both of these agreements, it is quite possible to infer that
the basic legal framework for such an endeavor has already been laid.
However, since the adoption of the North American Free Trade Agreement,
it is likely additional research in the legal area is needed because this
agreement may require reinterpretation or further elaboration of the earlier
agreements.
C) Economics of the Area
In this section, I ask the fundamental question, "How does the
economic reality of the Twin-City area justify or negate the validity of a
binational urban service delivery system?" In asking this question, the
"dilemma" of an industrialized country and a developing country
undertaking an joint project immediately comes to mind. Even if an
agreement can move forward, the fact remains that the economies of the two
municipalities are disproportionally developed. To achieve a binational
urban service delivery system will require both municipalities to examine
their own economic base and to reduce or figure out how to work with the
existing economic gap between the Twin-Cities.
i) what is the economic situation in the Twin-City area and how does it affect
the need for the project?
Since Laredo is located in an industrialized country and Nuevo Laredo
in a developing country, the two municipalities differ. Their economic
activities, however, do complement one another. For example, [maquiladora]
industry is the principle base of Nuevo Laredo's economy. Laredo
complements this by maintaining large storage and shipping facilities for
maquila industry owners. Because strong industry and residential demand
for services exist on either side of the border, government must supply and
meet these demands. Two outcomes might result if appropriate action is not
taken. First, much of the industry could move from the area to those areas
better equipped to meet their needs. It is likely that this could severely
weaken the economies on both sides. Second, residential customers could
continue discharging much of their waste into the river and other areas
currently used for this purpose. "Poor water quality would exacerbate
environmental deterioration"20in the area, and continue contributing to the
health related illnesses occurring attributed to the current water condition.
Knowing that both economies are "fragile", and a need for a project of
this nature exists, it is imperative for the local governments to meet the
existing demand and plan for the continued growth that is anticipated, as
outlined in the "urban plan for los dos laredos". It is very likely that the
economics of the area will come in to play when considering a binational
urban service delivery system. Considering the relative sizes of the
municipalities, and their economic base, the two local governments should
realize that the differences between them may actually be a positive factor for
11 U.S. EPA and Secretaria De Desarrollo Urbano y Ecologia, Integrated Environmental Plan for
the Mexican U.S. Border Area (First Stage 1992-1994)), February 21, 1992.
both. It may be possible to identify a sharing of tasks between the two cities
that spreads certain costs and taps their comparative advantages.
ii) what is the present coverage of service in the two municipalities, and does
it justify the proposed expansion?
For Nuevo Laredo, the current system only meets demand for
approximately 6000 household connections. In real terms this translates into
roughly approximately 50% of the municipio. 21 It is evident the current
system does not meet the existing need. As a result, the "Nuevo Laredo waste
water treatment plant" is being constructed. It is roughly 95% completed and
will be ready for full operation to begin in the near future.22 The immediate
impact this facility will have on the municipio is tremendous. This area has
never had such a facility, and there are plans for household connections for
the entire area. However, after interviewing various public officials, several
remained cautiously optimistic that such full service coverage could in fact
occur.
For Laredo, the current system only meets demand for approximately
39,000 legal household connections. If the current growth trend continues,
the existing waste water treatment facility, which is almost at maximum
capacity, will not be able to meet the demand. For this reason, analysis of
either expansion of the current facility or construction of an additional one is
under consideration. Given the existing demand and strain on the current
facility, a binational facility may be the best hope for servicing all residents of
the city. This would include incorporating the approximately 4,000 illegally
21 From interview with COMAPA employee 26 March 1996.
22 The San Antonio, Texas Express-News reported Wednesday, April 17, 1996, that the waste
water treatment facility had been inaugurated by the American Ambassador to Mexico and
several other high ranking Mexican public officials.
tapped connections in Nuevo Laredo and approximately 1,500 connections in
Laredo.
iii) are there potential technologies or economies of scale advantages to
undertaking the joint project?
It is important for both municipalities, when considering the
binational project, to examine the technological options for the project.
Angel (1985) suggests various reasons for doing so. He states, "higher
infrastructure standards mean lower risk of failure and less potential
embarrassment. Low standard infrastructure, on the other hand, cannot
produce effective results... .and means higher maintenance costs in the future.
Identical standards throughout the area translates into equal treatment, and
execution of maintenance could be streamlined and efficient."
It is likely that adopting appropriate technologies and procedures at a
higher level will bring about cost savings.
"The costs of building a plant or acquiring a piece of
capital equipment may well decline per unit of
capacity as the projected output increases. Consider
the relationship between the circumference of a
circle and the area enclosed. As a circle increases in
diameter, the circumference increases by its square
while the area enclosed increases by its cube. This
relationship is important for piping in a chemical
plant or holding tanks at a refinery. The amount of
material needed to build a pipe or tank does not
increase proportionally with size. The choice of
plant size is therefore likely to affect the firm's cost
of production. As the planned output increases, the
average total cost is likely to decline, at least
initially."23
23 Thomas, Robert P. Economics: Principles and Applications. The Dryden Press, 1990. pp. 332-
333.
This suggests that there must be careful consideration of possible joint project
technologies and their respective costs.
Kalbermatten, Julius, and Gunnerson state that technologies with large
economies of scale are more economical under conditions of rapid growth.24
The advantages of economies and technologies of scale for both
municipalities may be seen from two perspectives. For Nuevo Laredo, a
partnership in constructing a large facility with an economically stronger
partner provides advantages it would otherwise not have been able to
achieve. It would be able to produce and deliver a better product while
simultaneously reducing costs. Moreover, the ability to service a larger
number of people could be possible. In addition, the municipio would be
utilizing better quality equipment for plant use, stricter construction
standards and regulations would be used, etc. For Laredo, creating a larger
facility and servicing many more people could be achieved through a joint
partnership. Other advantages similar to those listed for Nuevo Laredo could
result for Laredo as well.
D) Finance Options
"As in the cases of both current International Boundary and Water
Commission (IBWC) projects (los dos Laredos, and Tijuana/San Diego), the
countries considered it in the international interest to share costs to preserve
the quality of international waters through works in one country or the other
24 Kalbermatten, et al. Appropriate Technology for Water Supply and Sanitation: Technical
and Economic Options. Washington, DC: World Bank, 1980. Part II, "Program Planning and
Development", pp. 85-116.
to resolve a pollution problem originating in one country."25 Such cost
sharing proposals necessitate consideration of the appropriate measures
municipalities would undertake in order to raise the necessary revenue or
capital required for a joint project. Several options exist.
i) local revenue sources
The city of Laredo currently raises its revenue through appropriate
local taxes assessed on the general public. For example, sales tax ($17 million
annual yield), the bridge tax ($15 million annual yield) and ad valorem taxes
(i.e., property taxes-$12 million annual yield) are the primary sources of
revenue for the city. The hotel/motel tax, user fees assessed on public service
provisions (i.e., water, waste water, and solid waste collection), and several
additional taxes collected comprise the remaining composition of the
revenue budget. The 1995-1996 operating budget was approximately
$152,000,000. Of this budget, approximately 9% came from state and federal
grants.
The municipio of Nuevo Laredo receives all of its revenue from the
central government. In addition, the World Bank's Northern Border
Project26 allocates funds for municipalities, such as Nuevo Laredo,
participating in the project.
25 Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission. Proceedings for The Border Environment:
An Exchange. October 3-5, 1994, El Paso, Texas.
26 The objective of the project is to improve environmental quality on the border by assisting
municipal, state and federal authorities to (a) strengthen their environmental planning,
management, and enforcement capabilities; and (b) carry out priority investments and action
plans effectively and efficiently with a view to preserving the environment, reversing past
degradation, and reducing health risks. To do so, the project would address key problems in
institutional development, industrial pollution, toxic and solid waste control, water and
sanitation, air quality and transport-related pollution, and protection of vital ecological areas
and biodiversity. The project would also aim at encouraging private sector participation in the
financing of environmental infrastructure by improving the policy and legal framework for
private sector investment in water supply and sanitation. Approximately 80%-90% of the
Border municipalities are initially participating in the project. It is anticipated that those
The most logical and yet most difficult source of revenue to consider
for the project is the user charge27. User charges in Laredo generally do not
appear to be a primary source of revenue, but it does collect substantial bridge
tariffs. Increasing current user charges is not a pressing consideration. Doing
so may bring some dissension from the populace, as would any other increase
in fees or taxes. But the general public, with improved services, might be
willing to pay higher fees. Currently, citizens receiving public services pay
approximately $50.00/month.28
With respect to the current payment situation for services in Nuevo
Laredo, it is unlikely many more customers, if any, would or could pay
substantially more for services. To give an example of the current situation,
"consider 100 persons receiving services. Of those, approximately 50 are able
to pay for services on time. Twenty-five of the remaining 50 are several
months delinquent on payment. The remaining 25 have not paid for services
in over a year. Providing an improved service would not change habits for
customers."29 Through education, it is conceivable that increased payment
participation could result. However, because citizens believe the central
government should provide public utilities [waste water facilities in this case],
it is unlikely that the current payment pattern will change in the short term.
municipalities too small at the onset will eventually participate. From Northern Border
Environment Project "Loan and Project Summary".
27 A user charge is assessed for specific goods and services. It has two basic functions that
include: first, it provides a direct link between payment made and benefit accrued, and second,
it indicates willingness to pay, which informs government of existing demand. Taken from
Public Finance in Developing Countries class notes 8 April 1996, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology-Department of Urban Studies and Planning.
28 From interview with City of Laredo government official 27 March 1996.
29 From interview with COMAPA employee 26 March 1996.
Presently in Nuevo Laredo, the general public is assessed a one time fee of
approximately $90 (US) for water and $60 (US) for waste water connections30.
This discussion suggests that it is unlikely that a binational urban
service delivery facility may solely be financed through user charges, general
taxes, etc. Other sources of funding will be required, especially for Nuevo
Laredo.
ii) state and federal assistance
Laredo is able to access state funds through various agencies, depending
on its needs. In the case of waste water projects, it is able to work through
three primary institutions: the Texas Water Development Board, Texas
Natural Resource Conservation Commission, and the Environmental
Protection Agency (See Appendix #1 for a description of other parties
involved). The agencies are able to provide small grants, or more typically,
low interest loans which can be used either to subsidize or cover a majority of
the total costs. Cities in Texas are particularly fortunate because the State is
able to provide loans at relatively low interest rates--4%-6% for water
improvement projects.
Nuevo Laredo is able to access funds from the central and state
government. However, because sub-state agencies are responsible for the
operation and maintenance of water specific projects, the municipality has
never had input regarding selection of such projects. Therefore, any sub-state
agency would directly solicit appropriate resources for any projects. The new
waste water treatment facility, however, had some administrative input from
30 From interview with COMAPA employee 26 March 1996.
the municipio level, which enabled the municipio to actively solicit donor
funding (i.e., federal, state, etc.).
iii) bi or multilateral aid agencies
For the City of Laredo there is currently only one development agency
from which it may seek assistance--the North American Development Bank.
"The Bank acts as a catalyst for private and public capital investment for
projects certified by the Border Environmental Cooperation Commission
(BECC) (See Appendix #1). In addition, it has the authority to provide
financing through long-term loans and guarantees to bring together all
available sources of funds. Its rate of lending will be based upon its cost of
funds--approximately the cost of a triple "A" rated taxable fixed income
security."31  Currently there are only two infrastructure projects that the
NADB is financing--they are located in Brawley, California and Ensenada,
Baja California.
The Nuevo Laredo Municipio is in a better position. It too can solicit
funds from the NADB, but it can also seek assistance from multilateral
development agencies, such as the World Bank and the Inter-American
Development Bank. In doing so, municipios must use private investors as
intermediaries. Ensenada, Baja California is an example of a municipality
entering into such an agreement. This important step must occur because the
Mexican constitution continues to forbid other than the central government,
(state and local parties) from entering into international pacts, treaties, and
the like. As stated above, the World Bank is financing the Northern Border
Project, in which the Nuevo Laredo Municipio is a participant.
31 The North American Development Bank. Summary Literature. NADBank's Charter. May
1995.
E) Summary
The possibility of establishing a binational urban service delivery
system for the Twin-City could have positive affects. However, as discussed
in this chapter, there are several factors that must be analyzed in order to
determine how to meet the challenges and opportunities that a binational
project would present to the Twin-City. The institutional and political
framework for both cities present the greatest obstacles. Two distinctly
different forms of governing styles exist--decentralized and strong centralized.
In addition, term limits present the added frustration of a limited time
opportunity to complete major infrastructure projects. Moreover, the
problem of independent sovereignty and cooperation between agencies
remains an issue that must be dealt with. The legal limitations and
opportunities for such a facility to become realized requires additional
research. As with any international project(s), international treaties, state
laws, local laws, etc., must always be carefully examined in considering the
creation of a binational urban service delivery system. The economics of the
area is another factor with strong implications for the feasibility of a facility.
Finally, options for financing a joint facility must be closely examined.
In the next chapter, I turn to the analysis of a hypothetical joint waste
water treatment facility. I use this example to define more concretely the
parameters of a specific binational infrastructure process.
Chapter 4
The Binational Urban Service Delivery System
This chapter examines various aspects of a hypothetical binational
urban service delivery system. It begins by considering what the project is, its
purpose, and the concept. It further addresses whether or not the area is
suited or ready for such a project. Moreover, it begins to address what the
implications may be for a project of this caliber. In examining the last issue,
financing, operation and maintenance, equity concerns, appropriate
technologies, willingness to pay, etc., are considered.
A) Identifying the Facility
Currently, there is a waste water treatment plant under construction
(95% completed) in Nuevo Laredo. The plant is only intended for the specific
use of Nuevo Laredo. Plans for the project were submitted by Mexico to the
IBWC in 1986. Submission of the plans were a result of IBWC Minute 261,
adopted in 1979, which mandated that the IBWC give permanent attention to
the solution of Border sanitation problems and provided procedures for their
solution.32 The project is partially funded by the Mexican government--$20
million, the American government--$18 million, and the state of Texas--$2
million. Because of the complexity and makeup of this project, all parties
agreed that the IBWC oversee the project.
The focus of this chapter is to provide insight into several fundamental
questions that must be answered when considering whether such an urban
32 Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission. Proceedings for The Border Environment:
An Exchange. October 3-5, 1994, El Paso, Texas.
service delivery system should be structured to benefit both municipalities in
the Border area. Several reasons exist for considering a binational urban
service delivery system.
First, urban growth over the last several decades has put a strain on the
existing infrastructure facilities. For Laredo, its facility is at near capacity and
there is strong consideration being given to either construct a new facility or
expand the existing one. For Nuevo Laredo, urban growth has severely
strained the existing system and the environment, as noted earlier. Of the
current population for the municipio, approximately 250,000 persons, there
are only 6,000 household connections. It is evident that both municipalities
must address a common dilemma--to meet public infrastructure demand.
Second, environmental deterioration has resulted from limited
infrastructure services. For Nuevo Laredo, waste water treatment was non-
existent prior to the construction of the new facility. All effluent and other
raw materials were directly discharged into the Rio Grand river. This
resulted in contamination of the area's water supply. In Laredo, because
service has not reached some areas and there are approximately 1,500 illegal
household waste water connections that directly discharge into the Rio
Grande, a threat to the environment is also pressing.
Third, increases in incidence of disease have arisen as a result of poorly
treated water, which is a strong reason for upgrading the service delivery
system. Because of these factors and the strong interdependence between the
two municipalities, the time is ripe for them to consider a joint endeavor.
The purpose of the prior chapters was to lay a foundation for key
questions that are raised here. Each of the following questions in some
fashion addresses the key issues raised earlier: institutional and political
framework, economic dynamics, and financing. In an effort to achieve an
efficient and equitable urban delivery system, the municipalities must
consider several fundamental questions. "What type of facility is to be
considered? Is the facility necessary? What are the externalities affecting the
area? How will the facility be financed? Will users be able and willing to
pay? By whom and how will it be operated and maintained? What type of
technology will be used? Whose laws will govern the facility once a location
has been determined?"
i) the project, the concept, and its purpose
The hypothetical project is a binational waste water treatment facility
that can be utilized by both municipalities. The concept of a binational urban
service delivery system for the Twin-Cities is a fairly new one. Not only do
legal agreements between federal governments have to be adopted, but other
details such as economic dynamics, financing, operation and maintenance etc.
have to be analyzed.
The submission of plans by the Mexicans to the IBWC in 1986 was the
starting point for a binational infrastructure project. The municipio of
Nuevo Laredo and other levels of government in Mexico realized that
various problems existed in the area. A plan to alleviate many of the water
problems was necessary. Improving the city's infrastructure was only part of
the solution. The general sentiment at all levels of government was that
many of the problems could be attributed to the three factors stated above:
urban growth, environmental deterioration, and incidence of disease. By
constructing a binational urban service delivery system many of the problems
faced on either side of the border can be addressed mutually. In addition,
considering both municipalities draw water from the same source, a
binational system may reduce the costs each municipality must pay.
ii) is the timing appropriate for such a facility to be considered
While conducting research, local officials from both municipalities
were encouraged by the idea of a binational urban service delivery system.
However, each concluded that at the present time, they could not commit to
such an endeavor for various reasons, but stated it would be interesting to
determine what factors would either inhibit or promote such a project if it
was to proceed.
Officials in Nuevo Laredo determined that because of the construction
of their first waste water treatment facility, such a venture would not be
necessary at this time. One official stated, "this new facility will not reach
capacity for 15 to 20 years, maybe then if Nuevo Laredo needs to expand will
we consider such a partnership." In addition, another official stated, "because
we're going through a transition [the central government is slowly
transferring some authority to the local municipal government, but clear and
concise directives have not been provided] it would be extremely difficult for
Nuevo Laredo or any other Border municipality to commit to anything of
this scale."
Officials in Laredo expressed that the timing was not appropriate for
such a venture as well. They felt three reasons for not entering into such a
project with Nuevo Laredo existed. First, because of term limits in Mexico
and the extremely high levels of turnover that could be found within each
new Mexican administration, there are high risks associated with a joint
project. Second, because of the limited autonomy of the municipal
government, authorization to make decisions would be difficult because the
central government would first need to be informed. Third, entering into a
venture with an entity that does not possess adequate capital (Nuevo Laredo)
is not in the best financial interests of the City of Laredo. Trust and instability
on the part of Nuevo Laredo were something that was frequently mentioned
by Laredo officials as well. A Laredo municipal official added, "Citizens of
Laredo believe because we have the capital for such a project, we should not
waste our time with Nuevo Laredo, given its history. Rather, we should
invest our (the citizen's) money on improvement projects within the City."
iii) implications of a binational urban service delivery system for the area
The largest externalities at the present time are the environmental and
health related issues affecting the residents of the area. This may be attributed
to the discharge of untreated waste water into the river. This negative
externality becomes a significant issue for citizens south of the Twin-City.
This is because the primary source of water for those individuals down
stream comes from the river. First, health related issues become increasingly
pressing. Second, water treatment becomes increasingly complex and
expensive. Third, water prices increase, possibly affecting demand and
affordability.
If the proposed binational service delivery system is realized, the
reduction of discharge could improve the situation not only for the Twin-
City, but for all in the area. First, health related issues resulting from water
problems may be curbed. Second, increased water treatment complexity will
be reduced because discharged water upstream will have been treated. Third,
water prices may in fact remain constant or decline and usage may increase as
a result of an adequate facility. Finally, operation and maintenance of
facilities may remain expensive, but the facilities will not be working beyond
their capacity because water flowing from the Twin-City will not be as
harmful as before the facility was introduced.
iv) project finance options for the cities
There are several options that the Twin-City could follow if it
undertook a joint project. Local self-financing however will not be sufficient
to pay for the proposed facility. Additional possibilities may include: state or
federal grants or loans, or development agency assistance.
The City of Laredo has several options. First, it can look to the State for
various types of resources. Second, it can look to various federal agencies and
to the NADB for any additional sources of funding. Nuevo Laredo will have
to seek assistance from the central government, because of the fact that a large
percentage of its resources come from Mexico City, and not the local
constituency. In addition, it is able to access resources from the World Bank's
Northern Border Project, and it is able to seek financial assistance from the
NADB. The jointness of the project would not affect delivery of financial
resources from bi or multilateral development agencies. It allows both
municipalities to couple their resources with those investments already
awarded to them.
v) options for operation and maintenance
If one is to follow IBWC by-laws, "the operation and maintenance
(O&M) of the binational project will be handled by the country in which the
project is located, with cooperative arrangements for monitoring of each
others' activities."33 In addition, operation and maintenance could require
use of materials from each participating country. The framework for
following the set governing parameters would have to be established by both
countries prior to the completion of the facility.
33 Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission. Proceedings for The Border Environment:
An Exchange. October 3-5, 1994, El Paso, Texas.
With this in mind, several options are possible. First, a Twin-City
commission may be appropriate to operate and maintain the facility. For
example, one could design a commission similar to a Municipal Utility
District (M.U.D.). 34 Second, a private party may be contracted to operate and
maintain the facility.
vi) equity concerns
Determining an equitable and appropriate avenue for the cities to take
in developing the facility, one must attempt to answer several fundamental
questions. First, how will the financing scheme affect the poorer
municipality? Second, to what degree will the impact of a new facility affect
the poor within the two cities--will they have equal access to services? Much
of this can be directly answered by considering the technology question and
the possibilities for cross subsidization.
vii) considerations in determining appropriate technology for the area
Because the proposed facility is between an industrialized country and
a developing country, another fundamental question that the municipalities
must consider is that of appropriate technology. This is obviously related to
the question of "how will this technology be paid for?", given that a distinct
financial disparity between the cities exists.
The literature suggests that prior to answering such a question, more
fundamental questions should be raised. Lauria suggests that one should be
concerned with the issue of design because this in effect determines much of
34 The Municipal Utility District (MUD) could consist of appointed persons with staggered
terms. In order to de politicize the commission, staggered terms would overlap elected officials'
terms. The commission would be granted specific authority by both municipal governments to
set tax rates, user fees, and the like.
the total cost. The technology should be enlisted to meet appropriate or
optimal levels of service, and optimal uses of resources for meeting those
standards. The first task is to decide the best level of water supply and
sanitation service to be provided for system users. It is then necessary to
determine how the selected level of service can best be met through
appropriate engineering design.35
There are four steps that must be undertaken: first, the development of
cost functions for both water and sanitation components; second, selection of
target levels of service; third, preparation of alternative designs to meet
standards; and finally, analysis of costs. Rondinelli and Cheema point out
that "by designing service systems for multiple purposes and tailoring them
specifically to local needs, the costs of services can be reduced and larger
numbers of people can have access to them."36
viii) willingness and ability to pay
In Nuevo Laredo, even if costs are reduced, collecting appropriately
assessed user tariffs would remain difficult given the current trend in
payment for services. While conducting interviews at COMAPA, the
sentiment towards this question was that, "government had to begin
educating the public for payment of services otherwise sufficient resources
would never be collected. This needs to be done because Mexico is slowly
decentralizing much of its authority to the local municipality, and it (the
municipio) will eventually have to raise its own sources of revenue."37
35 Lauria, Donald. "Design Guidelines for Low-Cost Water and Sanitation". Chapel Hill:
Department of Environmental Sciences and Engineering, (Xerox).
36 Rondinelli, Dennis and G. Shabbir Cheema. Urban Services in Developing Countries.
London: MacMillan, 1988. Chapters 2 and 10.
37 From interview with COMAPA employee 26 March 1996.
The literature suggests that more often than not, because the poorer
areas are unable to meet the costs of such services, these areas are among the
last to be serviced. Moreover, extending services to these areas raise
additional issues that must be addressed by the local governments.
Rondinelli and Cheema point out that:
"Most studies of the problem indicate that
government capacity to meet this growing need for
urban services is limited and that political
commitment to coping with problems of
inadequate distribution and inequitable access is
still somewhat weak. Municipal governments
often have neither the financial resources nor the
administrative capacity to extend services rapidly to
the poorest neighborhoods. ....Any attempt to
increase the coverage and quality of urban services
for the poor, for example, may encourage even
more migration, thereby diluting both the coverage
and quality of existing services and straining even
further the limited resources available to reduce
growing deficiencies."38
In the design and planning phase of the project, it then becomes evident that
the issue of the urban poor 39 who live in these municipalities and the
38 Rondinelli, Dennis and G. Shabbir Cheema. Urban Services in Developing Countries.
London: MacMillan, 1988. Chapters 2 and 10.
39 Not only in Mexico, but in many of the municipalities along the Border, one finds people
living in "colonias". These are illegal squatter settlements with as many as several thousand
people living in these areas. In 1989 Texas voters adopted a Proposition that would require
local developers to provide local public services to these subdivisions. Moreover, it becomes the
responsibility of the local municipalities to ensure that these services are provided. In Mexico,
as in the case in other developing countries, the urban poor are usually the last to receive
services. Rondinelli points out that "it is primarily the poor who are excluded from basic
services in Third World cities and they are often the last groups to receive services and
facilities when governments do extend them. The high levels of unemployment and low levels
of income among the large majority of the urban poor mean that no matter how much they want
or need urban services, their inability to pay for them--either directly through user charges or
indirectly through taxes--creates low levels of effective demand."
possibilities for cross subsidization within and across cities must be
considered.
ix) environmental requirements
Environmental requirements for Mexico would be found in the 1988
General Law for Ecological Equilibrium and Environmental Protection. The
laws contain the basic rules to establish the environmental policy of the
country and to define general ecological ordering matters, sound exploitation
of natural resources, and pollution prevention and control. In the U.S.,
environmental requirements would be set, and ordered through the Texas
Natural Resource Conservation Commission. Any joint project would have
to meet established regulations regarding the environment.
B. Summary
It is likely that the time for joint Twin-City infrastructure provisions
along the Border is rapidly approaching. There are potential benefits to a
joint project, including a reduction in inequalities, increase in service and
savings in cost sharing. However, more research needs to be done to
understand more fully the advantages and disadvantages of such an
approach. Undertaking such a project is unlikely now, but it would still be
useful to document how to proceed in the future.
Chapter 5
Conclusions
Through out the thesis I have attempted to lay out the factors
underlying the possibilities for defining a joint U.S.-Mexican urban
infrastructure project on the Border. This chapter summarizes the main
issues and draws some basic conclusions.
The institutional and political framework for each municipality
appears to create one of, if not the, largest obstacle to creation of a binational
urban service delivery system. The current term limit policy appears to be the
primary factor. The concern is that a fixed number of years in office severely
limits the time and energy required to plan, design, and implement a
binational urban service delivery project. For the individuals in Laredo, term
limits also raise the perception that given the short time in office by officials
in Nuevo Laredo, elected officials immediately begin their path of self-
interest. It is likely that changing the term limit policy for Nuevo Laredo will
be difficult given the fact that federal policy would have to be amended.
There also appeared to be a willingness to continue the informal
service arrangement(s) between the sister-cities that exist. As pointed out
earlier, there are several major obstacles to success when a formal agreement
is in place. However, by continuing the "informal" arrangement, the
sovereignties of each municipality, which neither city appears ready to
concede, will not be jeopardized. The willingness to continue the informal
arrangements may then be continued under the umbrella of the "los dos
laredos" plan, which both cities found necessary to examine long term issues.
But since a project of this size requires long-term commitment and major
capital investment from both sides, it would be in the best interest of all
parties involved to agree on a more formal agreement.
For the Twin-Cities, this Urban Plan is the basis for long-term
development of the area. It can be seen as a long-term contract agreed upon
by municipal governments [although the Nuevo Laredo officials who signed
the Plan have left office], and should be a model for a contractual agreement
for a binational urban service delivery system. Basing a specific project on a
longer term agreement would increase the probability that the life of the
project would outlast any elected official.
The possibility of creating the binational urban service delivery system
does not appear to have any legal obstacles before it. I have found two
agreements between Mexico and the U.S., which do not appear to have been
amended or litigated. From a legal standpoint, it then appears that such a
system could be realized.
The economics of the area raise some important considerations.
Because the situation for these two cities--one in an industrialized country
and the other in a developing one--is unique, difficulty in creating a
binational plan will always arise. Inequalities are present, and appear likely to
continue. Considering the binational facility, it appears the best scenario for
Nuevo Laredo would be to have the facility in the U.S., or at least to have the
U.S. assume primary responsibility for the project. This is true for several
reasons. First, the economy in Laredo is stronger. Nuevo Laredo would not
have to worry about possible instability in the Mexican economy, which could
affect the project. However, this creates an undesirable scenario for Laredo
because a substantial burden would have to shouldered by them. What
further complicates this scenario is the fact that public service charges are paid
inconsistently in Nuevo Laredo. This raises the question of who should be
responsible for subsidizing this shortfall.
The reality of the situation is that the economies of the Twin-Cities
will never be equal in the short run. The problem becomes setting up a
service system that acknowledges this fact and still provides advantages to
both cities. Concessions by both cities will need to be made. For example,
Nuevo Laredo will need to begin educating its citizens and requiring them to
pay for services. Laredo will have to consider variables on both sides of the
Border when determining pricing for services. In addition, both
municipalities should begin to recognize the fact that the Twin-City is really a
large interdependent metropolitan area. Accepting the fact that all decisions
made locally by one city affect the sister-city, whether financially,
environmentally, etc., there can be a realization that a mutual effort to
strengthen the local economy is imperative.
The financing situation for a joint service project can be seen in two
ways. On the one hand the opportunities that exist to create a binational
facility because of the recent involvement of several bilateral and multilateral
development agencies present great opportunity. The options for securing
capital for both municipalities have greatly increased. On the other hand, the
fact that one city is able to collect its own revenue and the other is completely
dependent on the central government may create problems.
The first consideration allows for initial capital costs to be available. In
Laredo, the ability to seek funds from the state at relatively low interest rates,
seek grants from federal agencies, and seeks other low interest loans from
development institutions is vital to the success of a binational urban service
delivery system. If this is coupled with Nuevo Laredo's current options:
involvement in the World Bank's Northern Border Project, access to the
Inter-American Development Bank, access to technical assistance from the
Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission, etc., a financing package
could surely be devised. This suggests that success may be achieved so long as
both municipalities are willing to work together to achieve the best possible
option for the Twin-City as a whole.
The sharing scenario however, is plagued by major problems,
particularly with respect to operation and maintenance costs. For Laredo, the
ability to assess and collect user fees creates little difficulty. For the most part,
a large percentage of the collection is conducted without problems. For
Nuevo Laredo, the lack of ability to assess and collect fees puts the municipio
in a difficult situation. First, assessment and collection is conducted by a sub-
state agency which is independent of the municipio. The municipio does not
have access to what is collected. In order to involve the municipio and allow
it to participate in decisions that affect the direction in which it is moving,
decentralizing the authority that COMAPA currently maintains is crucial.
Doing so will allow the relationship between the local bureaucrat and the
citizen to develop. This has critical implications for the success of a joint
service delivery project.
There is a final important issue I uncovered in the course of my
research that must be considered in assessing the prospect for a binational
project. This is the perception the populations in the Twin-Cities have of
each other. In Nuevo Laredo, there is great animosity directed towards the
Americans because of a strong perception of U.S. parentalism. Any assistance
offered or provided by the Americans is likely to be seen as a gesture of "we
know what is best for you." Because of this, difficulty may arise when trying
to create a mutual urban service delivery system.
For those in Laredo, the belief or perception is somewhat different.
The common belief is that Nuevo Laredo could do much for itself if it so
chooses. However, its current underdeveloped state exists because of the
extensive corruption that has plagued Mexico for much of its history . Issues
raised by the federal government such as illegal immigration, narcotic
trafficking, etc., have only strengthened this belief for the Americans. If these
common misperceptions are not broken down, it will be difficult for a project
such as the one proposed, or even projects suggested by bi or multilateral
development agencies, to be a success. It is critical that a joint project be seen
as involving both mutual costs and mutual benefits not only for one side, but
for the Twin-City as a whole.
The differences in institutional framework, goals, responsibilities, etc.
at the local level in the countries require further research when considering a
binational urban service delivery system that will benefit both municipalities.
If the area is to develop, such projects should be considered. They can only
succeed, however, if both municipalities in addition to the general public
accept the fact that all decisions made affect all people on either side of the
border demarcation line.
Appendix #1
The Probable Parties Involved
The players in this project vary from local governments to the central
government. Each group/entity has a particular interest, whether it be from
financing, to setting the parameters for the project. The particular players are
as follows:
United States
e City of Laredo: Has the responsibility of supplying and meeting the demand
for infrastructure services that the community requires. Must determine its
revenue base and expenditure scale. In addition, it must determine an
adequate tax scale that is both efficient and equitable as per its revenue-
expenditure scale.
* County of Webb: Serves those individuals who do not reside within the
current city boundary, but reside within the county boundary. Similarly as
the city, it must determine its revenue base and expenditure scale while
maintaining an adequate tax scale that is both efficient and equitable as per its
revenue-expenditure scale.
e State of Texas
- Texas Water Development Board (TWDB): "The Board has the
responsibility of forecasting and planning to meet the state's water needs for
the next 50 years. The state's water plan, Water for Texas--Today and
Tomorrow, provides an overview of the state's current and prospective water
uses, identifies water supplies, and estimates facility needs and costs. In
addition, the Board provides loans to assist communities in all areas of water
and waste water development.
- Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission (TNRCC): "Is
responsible for the regulation of all pollution generation relating to land, air,
and water. The TNRCC was formed through a merger of various
environmental functions in September of 1993, producing one of the most
comprehensive state environmental agencies in the nation. Working with
EPA Region 6 Headquarters to strengthen guidelines and programs for
environmental regulations, the TNRCC has developed the Rio Grande Toxic
Study which examines the quality of the water in the region.
Mexico
e Municipio of Nuevo Laredo: Has the responsibility of supplying and
meeting the demand for infrastructure services that the municipio requires.
Must determine its revenue base and expenditure scale. In addition, it must
determine an adequate tax scale that is both efficient and equitable as per its
revenue-expenditure scale. However, one must keep in mind that
infrastructure services (water and waste water) remain the responsibility of
the central government or more precisely, the state government, with some
authority given to the local municipio.
- State of Tamaulipas:
Municipal Commission for Potable Water and Waste Water of Nuevo
Laredo (COMAPA): The Commission is responsible for providing basic public
services, such as potable water and waste water collection. The Commission
is independent of the local municipal government. In addition, it maintains
its own operating budget, of which moneys allocated from the State and
Central government are used. Currently, the Commission is undergoing the
process of decentralization. Its future is uncertain.
Federal Agencies:
e Department of Social Development (SEDESOL):"Combines into one agency
the formulation, implementation, and evaluation of social development
programs based on sustainable development, and the application and
enforcement of environmental regulations at the federal level."
- National Institute of Ecology (INE): "The duties include the planning
and programming of the sustainable use of land and natural resources, the
formulation of technical standards to prevent and control pollution, and to
reduce the environmental impact and risk of economic development
activities."
- Office of the Federal Attorney General for Environmental Protection
(PROFEPA): "Is responsible for ensuring strict observance of standards and
regulations on environmental matters and for addressing public concerns."
* Department of Agriculture and Hydraulic Resources (SARH): "In December
of 1992, a new Law on National Waters was enacted to assure the
comprehensive management of water. This law and its corresponding
regulations, issued in January 1994, regulate water use and water pollution
prevention and control. SARH is the federal office responsible for such
matters through the National Water Commission.
International
*International Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC): Established in
1889, the commission has a U.S. commissioner and a Mexican commissioner.
It has the task of implementing boundary and water treaties between the U.S.
and Mexico, including the solution of Border sanitation problems. In 1979,
the two governments adopted Minute 261, which established that the IBWC
give permanent attention to the solution of Border sanitation problems and
provided procedures for their solution. In 1989 and 1992, IBWC concluded
international agreements for two jointly-financed waste water treatment
projects, which are currently under construction, to resolve international
pollution problems in the Rio Grande at Nuevo Laredo and Laredo, and in
the Tijuana River and Pacific Coast at San Diego and Tijuana. The
Nuevo/Laredo problem is created by untreated waste waters that discharge
into the Rio Grande from Nuevo Laredo and create unsanitary conditions in
the Rio Grande that affect the health and well-being of inhabitants on both
sides of the Border and impair their use of this water. The San Diego/Tijuana
problem is similar to the Nuevo/Laredo situation. Furthermore, a
conceptual plan for collection works in Mexico and international plant in the
U.S. near the Border to handle sewage from Tijuana, providing secondary
treatment and ocean outfall disposal.
* Border Environmental Cooperation Commission (BECC): "The BECC was
created in parallel with the NADB to promote cooperation in achieving
sustainable development for the well-being of present and future generations
through the preservation, protection, and enhancement of the environment
along the US-Mexico Border. The BECC will work with states and localities,
other public entities, and private investors, to develop effective solutions to
environmental problems in the Border region. The BECC may 1) assist with
the planning, design, construction management, operations and maintenance
phases of environmental infrastructure projects; 2) assess the technical and
financial feasibility of projects; 3) evaluate social, environmental, and
economic impacts of projects; 4) assist with public and private financing for
projects; 5) provide technical assistance to applicants in development of
proposals, project feasibility, planning, engineering design, and
environmental assessments; 6) assist with the development of a
comprehensive public outreach and participation plan; and 7) certify projects
for financing by the NADB or other sources."
* North American Development Bank (NADB): "Is a unique binational
financial institution which acts as a catalyst for private and public capital
investment for projects certified by the BECC. The Bank's lending policies are
designed to assist in financing Border environmental infrastructure projects
as a complement to other public and private sector financial sources. The
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